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As an academic discipline, the history of science has both an enviable and a
difficult role: enviable because of its potential to promote a dialogue between what
C. P. Snow termed the ‘‘two cultures,’’ difficult because of the diversity of the
audience it seeks to inform. To some extent this dichotomy has manifested itself
in the emergence of two seemingly distinct—although not mutually exclusive—
methodological approaches to questions in the history of science. The internalistic
approach treats of the development of new scientific ideas from those established
within a given scientific research program or, more generally, within a given disci-
pline, and so requires technical discussions in its attempt to trace the evolution of
a particular scientific idea or theory. In taking this methodological stance, the
historian of science assumes an audience—almost necessarily a scientifically ori-
ented one—with a certain amount of technical expertise and a shared interest in
the deep internal coherence of a particular scientific discipline. The externalistic
approach, on the other hand, focuses on questions of a different nature: how did
the broader religious, philosophical, or political climate in a given time period affect
the way in which scientists worked or thought? or how did the social organization
of science—scientific societies, educational institutions, lines of communication,
technologies—influence the production of scientific knowledge? The historical anal-
ysis of such queries tends to concentrate on science and scientific thought in the
large rather than in technical detail, and the historian of science who undertakes
an examination of this kind presupposes not so much a scientifically skilled audience
as one wishing to understand science within some other intellectual context. In our
view, both of these methodological styles address questions of historical interest
and import; both are needed to reach a satisfactory understanding of the historical
development of science as a part of human culture.
In recent years, however, researchers in the broader community of historians of
science have tended to move further away from the work of the scientists; they
have tended to write increasingly for one another rather than for a potentially
broader audience of historians of science and scientists. Science studies—whether
they concern the history, philosophy, or sociology of science—are about science,
and yet, increasingly, the investigation of the actual content of science has become
peripheral (to the point of near exclusion) to the analysis (see, for example, [1],
[2], or [7]). While these broader studies are valuable and add to our understanding
of the overall scientific endeavor, in our view it is short-sighted to regard these
issues in a sort of technical vacuum, ignoring the scientific ideas themselves. The
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recent book, Higher Superstition [6], underscores the highly negative attitude of at
least two scientists, microbiologist Paul Gross and mathematician Norman Levitt,
toward literature on science with little or no actual scientific content. On the other
hand, scientists sometimes have a naı¨ve ‘‘great man’’ view of the history of their
disciplines and regard the development of science as an inexorable progress toward,
if not truth, then an ever-better, ever-more-perfect understanding of the workings
of the natural world. They tend to view politics, social dynamics, and other external
factors in the development of science as unimportant or irrelevant in the production
of new scientific knowledge. Their idea of historical research tends to revolve around
questions such as ‘‘who did what when?’’ and ‘‘how did idea A lead to idea B lead
to idea C . . . lead to the ideas we now hold and are developing ourselves?’’ Detlev
Spalt characterized the principle behind much of this sort of ‘‘historical’’ research
when he described it as ‘‘telling us what our mathematical ancestors ought to have
said but did not really say because they were not up to date with us’’ [8, 4]. By and
large, historians view this charitably as unsophisticated and largely uninteresting
or dismissively as purely ahistorical.1 If this sort of extreme ‘‘history of science’’ is
‘‘science without history’’ then the former extreme is ‘‘history without science.’’
Clearly, the ‘‘best’’ methodology is to be found at neither extreme but rather at
some mean between them. As a subfield within the history of science, the history
of mathematics faces the exciting challenge of bringing the best of both the inter-
nalistic and the externalistic approaches to bear on its set of rich and diverse
historical problems and issues.
Meeting this challenge will only enhance the field by promoting positive growth,
development, cooperation, and communication. To begin with, as practitioners,
historians of mathematics come from a wide variety of backgrounds. Mathemati-
cians, perhaps more than other scientists, take an interest in writing the history of
their field, and their efforts, although highly competent mathematically speaking,
may nevertheless exhibit little real historical sensitivity. The problem here lies in
a misperception. ‘‘ ‘Historians are only amateurs,’ a senior British mathematician
confided to foreign historians of mathematics in 1991, ‘they cannot read a modern
mathematics book, whereas any mathematician can read a history’ ’’ [4, 4]. As Ivor
Grattan-Guinness implied in recounting this remark, however, the senior British
mathematician failed to realize that reading history and writing it are two very
different things. Just as historians need to have an in-depth understanding of mathe-
matics in order to do its history well, so mathematicians need to acquire a true
sensitivity to and familiarity with the methodology and exposition of history in
order to write it well. Moreover, both sets of practitioners need to anchor their
work firmly in the sources—manuscripts, archives, published papers, etc.—and to
reflect upon and respect those sources in their researches. This will help define a
1It goes without saying that there are clearly cases in which sorting out the answers to such questions
does have real historical merit and does constitute important historical research. For example, in cases
of priority disputes (the Newton–Leibniz controversy comes immediately to mind) the answer to the
question ‘‘who did what when?’’ is crucial.
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common ‘‘language’’ for the promotion of better communication and cooperation
between all researchers in the field and will foster ever more historically and
mathematically sensitive studies.
Also, as a group of practitioners, many historians of mathematics received their
initial training in mathematics, not in the history of science, and so have never
really identified with the wider community of historians of science and its methodol-
ogies. On the other hand, many historians of mathematics with broader historical
training have increasingly distanced themselves from that wider community since
much of their research treats the internal development of mathematics and so is
simply too technical for non-specialists. This has resulted, as Grattan-Guinness has
pointed out in [3; 4], in a sort of disciplinary isolation which stifles the potentially
fruitful cross-fertilization not only between the various subfields within the history
of science but also between these subfields and the sciences themselves.
Audience is a key issue for any discipline, and the history of mathematics has the
potential to reach and unite an especially broad and truly international readership
comprising historians of mathematics, mathematicians, specialists in mathematics
education, historians of science, philosophers of science and of mathematics, orien-
talists, astronomers, mathematical physicists, anthropologists, etc. The realization
of this full potential will require collective growth and development in the area of
self-criticism, however. Jeremy Gray framed the latter point quite well recently
here in the pages of Historia Mathematica. As historians of mathematics, ‘‘we may
not be hard enough on ourselves. We may not ask often enough: ‘What question
does my work address? Why does anyone need to know about this little known
manuscript or this barely remembered faculty member or these clumsy investiga-
tions?’ ’’ [5, 440]. Historia Mathematica, the journal of the International Commission
on the History of Mathematics, has an obligation to push contributors to the field
to answer these questions about their work, to hold the history of mathematics to
high standards of mathematical as well as historical scholarship and exposition. To
reach our diverse, international audience successfully, we need to provide clear,
accessible, well-informed studies in both the internalistic and externalistic veins,
which are framed in the context of well-articulated historical arguments and in
terms that mathematically literate readers can readily understand and appreciate.
We hope that through such articles Historia Mathematica will prompt and promote,
during our four-year tenure in the editorships, an ongoing, mutually educational
dialogue on the field, on its central issues and questions, on its methodology. Once
again, Jeremy Gray put it perceptively: ‘‘the collective enterprise [of the history of
mathematics] must take up findings, connect them to substantial questions, spread
the news to other audiences’’ [5, 440]. All of our predecessors as editor and managing
editor have worked toward these goals, and we shall continue to make them a pri-
ority.
Finally, as we assume the editorships of Historia Mathematica, we take this
opportunity to offer our thanks to a number of people who have been and will be
involved in the journal.
First, we thank the outgoing Editor, David E. Rowe, for his leadership of the
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journal from January 1, 1994, through December 31, 1995. As Editor, he worked
tirelessly not only to produce well-edited numbers of the journal but also to encour-
age the work of a broad range of contributors internationally in many different
areas of specialization within the history of mathematics. He also recognized the
need for greater coverage of the ever-increasing book-length literature in the field
in English as well as in other languages and took the initiative to enlarge the
editorial staff to include two Book Review Editors. This has enabled the journal
to increase the number of book reviews published in each issue and to involve a
greater number of colleagues in the valuable process of critique and evaluation of
the latest works in our field. We are pleased to announce that Paul R. Wolfson
will continue to serve as the Book Review Editor for books written in English and
that Catherine Goldstein will continue as the Book Review Editor for books written
in languages other than English. It gives us great pleasure, too, that David E.
Zitarelli will remain in the key post of Abstracts Editor. The work that he and his
network of abstractors perform allows all of us to stay abreast of the current
research—books, articles, reviews, etc.—being done in the history of mathematics
internationally. We also welcome Patti Wilger Hunter as our new Editorial Associ-
ate. Her efforts in helping us with the day-to-day business of the journal will greatly
facilitate the processing of manuscripts for publication.
Finally, we extend our thanks to past and present members of Historia Mathemat-
ica’s Editorial Board. Outgoing Board members Moritz Epple, Annick Horiuchi,
Norbert Schappacher, and Joella Yoder have all provided invaluable help and
guidance; we greatly appreciate their efforts in helping to set and maintain the
scholarly standards of the field. Beginning with the present issue and through the
fourth issue of 1999, we will call upon continuing Board members—Roger Cooke,
Sergei Demidov, Menso Folkerts, Craig Fraser, Enrico Giusti, Jeremy Gray, Wann-
Sheng Horng, Eberhard Knobloch, Wilbur Knorr, Jesper Lu¨tzen, Jean-Claude
Martzloff, Gregory Moore, Volker Peckhaus, David Pingree, Reinhard Siegmund-
Schultze, and Michio Yano—and new members—Len Berggren, Jo¨ran Friberg,
Ivor Grattan-Guinness, Jeanne Peiffer, Eugene Seneta, and Jacques Sesiano—to
guide us in the crucial process of evaluating new submissions for publication.
During the next four years, we very much look forward to working with all of
you—abstractors, authors, members of the editorial board, fellow editors, and
members of the International Commission on the History of Mathematics and its
Executive Committee—in common cause to maintain the high standards of scholarly
integrity of Historia Mathematica, to sustain it as a journal of real service to the
field, and to foster it as a source of high-quality, illuminating research accessible
to a wide audience.
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